Part I

Obstacles and Opportunities for Deliberation in Divided Societies
affected and their potential for enabling value change and consensus (Fishkin and Luskin, 2005; Fung, 2003; Janeczko, 2011) . The capacity for deliberative practice already exists in Northern Ireland and, as this chapter will show, it has been proven by several citizen-led initiatives and experiments since the 1980s. The biggest obstacle to any expansion of these practices lies in the reluctance of power-holders in a consociational system pinned upon communal division.
THE FALSE BINARY
Any analysis of the nature of the conflict in Northern Ireland needs to distinguish between the complex multitude of differences that exist and the simplified but dominant interpretation of the conflict as being between two all-encompassing communities. A typical 'explanation' of the conflict in Northern Ireland starts, somewhere between the twelfth and twentieth centuries, with warring between Britain and Ireland as territorial neighbors, and ends in micro-level antagonism between Protestant and Catholic next-door
neighbors. The drawing of such a thread through history is speciously validated in contemporary Northern
Ireland by the close connections between British and Protestantism, on the one hand, and Irish and Catholicism, on the other. However, the tightness of such identity connections and connotations is due in no small part to the effects of the recent conflict. As Figure 2 .1 shows, the beginning of the Troubles in the late 1960s had an immediate, deleterious effect on the willingness of Protestants to self-identify as 'Irish'.
The religious schism between Irish and British identifications since that point is clearly apparent. On closer analysis, however, we can see that this impression of polarization is not validated in the form of a predominance of Catholics identifying as Irish and/or nationalist, or Protestants as British and/or unionist. Indeed, according to Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (NILT, 2010) , 6 only 61 percent of (who are almost wholly Catholic) and unionists (who are almost wholly Protestant). But this almost willfully ignores the fact that 35 percent of Protestants and 45 percent of Catholics have no wish to describe themselves as either nationalist or unionist. 7 Why is it, then, that the political system in Northern Ireland is designed to underpin a political divide that almost half the population, across all religious affiliations, rejects?
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Other significant divisions
Although it is embedded in institutional power, the nationalist/unionist political divide should not be automatically thought of as crossing into other forms of social and economic division. The historical ramifications of discrimination against Catholics in Northern Ireland are slowly being overcome by Fair Employment legislation (Muttarak et al., 2013) . Although unemployment rates are still higher for Catholics (9 percent) than for Protestants (6 percent), there has been a rapid catch-up in economic activity, largely the result of educational achievement (Nolan, 2013) . More striking are the opportunity gaps that cut across religious or political communities: 43 percent of children in West Belfast live in poverty, the difference in life expectancy between the least and most deprived areas in Belfast is almost 12 years and 29 percent of adults have no educational qualifications at all (Nolan, 2013; Padley and Hirsch, 2013) .
As the Catholic middle class grows, its luxury lies in it having access to more mixed employment and residential areas (residential segregation is severest in the most materially deprived areas) (Gaffikin and Morrissey, 2011, p. 22) . But educational segregation remains the norm: only 7 percent of schools in Northern Ireland are integrated schools with a balanced intake policy for Catholic and Protestant pupils (Nolan, 2013) . This persistent segregation has the effect of producing generation after generation who, while not immune to the effects of secularization, are only too aware of their 'perceived religious affiliation'. Although, as noted earlier, this does not determine their political opinions, or nowadays their employment prospects, it still, in effect, imposes restrictions on their political and life choices.
THE RAMIFICATIONS OF CONSOCIATIONALISM
All signatories to the 1998 Agreement endorsed, in their 'Declaration of Support', a commitment to 'partnership, equality and mutual respect', as well as to 'exclusively democratic and peaceful means of resolving differences'. But these principles were seen to underpin the 'identity, ethos, and aspirations of both communities' (i.e., unionist and nationalist), rather than to cast doubt on them or create an alternative.
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The premise in the peace process is thus based on creating a balance between two communities and giving equal weight to the political aspirations held by a minority of them. The concept of equality which 'structures almost every aspect of the Agreement' (and the 1998 Northern Ireland Act implementing it) is therefore one that institutionalizes a 'two communities' model of governance (Harvey, 2000, p. 84, 90) . Little (2008, p. 13) notes that peace agreements tread a fine line between reflecting political divisions and materializing them; critics of consociationalism argue that the Agreement made this very mistake (Hayes and McAllister, 2013 ). The consociational model adopted in the Agreement viewed the inclusion of all parties as critical, yet it gave them a choice of only two designations, nationalist or unionist, so that significant power could be held within the Assembly, such as when the requirement for cross-community consent stipulates a qualified or super-majority in voting on certain policy issues, as with the Portfolio of Ministers (NIA, 2010) . This reflects the principle of deference to group solidarity and elite leadership that is so central to consociationalism (Sisk, 1996, p. 47) .
The consociational mechanisms embodied in post-Agreement Northern Ireland have been hugely successful in translating the 'parity of esteem' stated in the text of the Agreement into real political power, but only insofar as that parity is between two poles, namely, unionist and nationalist. Porter (2000a, p. 149, 142) argues that broadening out 'recognition' to groups that do not fit within the 'two communities' is particularly difficult, not just because of the consociational arrangements but also because the experience of conflict in Northern Ireland has made the very notion of distinctiveness problematic. Her analysis is set within the context of the quest for gender equality in Northern Ireland, specifically with regard to the experience of the Northern Ireland Women's Coalition (NIWC) in the political sphere. This party was inclusive in its class, community and regional membership; it was also inclusive in the goals it brought to the multiparty negotiations which led to the Agreement (Porter, 2000a, p. 145) . 10 It no doubt played a part in getting an emphasis on human rights, integration and equality incorporated into the final Agreement, but its fate, at the sharp end of the unionist/nationalist requirement of full political effect in the Assembly, is emblematic of the hostile environment for an identity/affiliation 'other' than unionist or nationalist -even that of woman!
Obstacles to political inclusion and equality
Institutional and civic obstacles to democratic inclusion and political equality in Northern Ireland thus work symbiotically. Political divisions are simplified into one binary, which then becomes the principal powersharing line; parties thereafter compete for votes on one side or the other of this binary, claiming in the process to best represent their side's interests, which are all too easily defined as being contrary to those of the other side. 11 Success in building up strength of force on one side or the other is rewarded at the institutional level. There is political resistance, therefore, to any perceived dilution of this apportioning of power. At the elite level, agreement across the divide on policy matters is a product of careful bargaining and consideration, as there is little incentive for leadership to be in a cross-community direction. Indeed, political leaders can gain by maintaining deep divisions (Steiner, 2012, p. 14) . Moreover, there is little pressure for any changes to be made in this pattern, given the prevalence of segregation in Northern Ireland society 12 and the failure of parties representing 'other' perspectives to represent much of a challenge to this convenient set up. 13 Responsibility for both regression and progression in terms of integration is thus seen as residing largely at citizen level: on the one hand, on the shoulders of those who come to the fore in 'defense' of community interests; on the other, with those who persist in efforts aimed at cross-community development and engagement, despite working on the basis of short-term grants rather than the promise of long-term policy change. Meanwhile, among the 'silent majority', apathy grows, along with suspicion of politicians' motives and a weariness at the lack of progress in tackling persistent, not to mention 'wicked', economic and social problems (Steiner, 2012, p. 26 ).
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The alternative of deliberative democracy
Voting in divided societies runs the risk of further alienation and antagonism, as a consociational system can further encourage the strong expression of 'mutually contradictory assertions of identity' between the groups concerned (Dryzek, 2005, p. 219 ). An alternative to pinning the power to make decisions to the totem pole of 'community' is for preferences to be expressed in a non-adversarial way. Various deliberative democracy mechanisms have the potential to bring to light preferences that do not fit into the dominant modes, and give them political weight, the intention being that solidarity will be created through the shared political process, as an alternative to being constructed outside the Assembly and then used to hinder progress within it. O'Flynn (2007) argues that the moderation (as sought by Horowitz's [1993] incentives-based model of democracy) and inclusion (as sought by Lijphart's [1969] consociational model of democracy) requirements are actually both met if political equality, as conceived by deliberative democracy, is upheld.
Such a deliberative conception of equality differs from that stated in the Agreement in that it rewards parties on the basis not merely of their stated preferences but rather of their ability to give reasons for their preference and to adapt them. Preferences are therefore not fixed, nor are they determined by designation; instead, they are responsive to the views of others (Miller, 1993, p. 75) . One core assumption of deliberative democracy, therefore, is that participants have the 'capacity to be swayed', be it by rational arguments or by appeals to commonality (Miller, 2003, p. 183) . As a consequence, deliberative democracy requires 'reason-giving' by all participants, as opposed to mere appeals to identity or interests (Gutmann and Thompson, 2004, p. 3) . To pick up on a point made by Porter (2000a, p. 160) , politics requires both speaking and listening. The Northern Ireland Assembly has become a vital arena for speaking, but the mechanisms of democracy within it (like most parliaments) do not create the necessary conditions for listening or, indeed, for changing as a result.
INSTITUTIONAL MECHANISMS FOR DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY
The fact that the Agreement is not a purely consociational model, but rather contains within it opportunities for deliberation at various levels should not be overlooked. Each of the three 'strands' of the Agreement 
Finding consensus among government representatives
The British-Irish Council (BIC) was established in 1999 so that representatives of the British government, the Irish government, the regional governments of the United Kingdom (including the Northern Ireland Executive) and the governments of the three British Crown Dependencies (e.g., the government of the bailiwick of Jersey) could 'exchange information, discuss, consult and use best endeavors to reach agreement on cooperation on matters of mutual interest', as set out in Strand Three of the 1998 Agreement.
Common policies and actions 'in areas of mutual interest' can arise from the work of the BIC, which 'normally operates by consensus' (BIC, 2013). These areas have expanded since the BIC was formed, and nowadays include cooperative spatial planning, digital inclusion, environment, and energy. The deliberative logic behind the BIC is evident, in that its primary emphasis is on exchanging views as a means of promoting 'positive, practical relationships' (BIC, 2013).
As far as Strand Two is concerned, the North/South Ministerial Council (NSMC) was formed with a similar remit, namely, to facilitate consultation and cooperation between the Irish government and the Northern Ireland Executive on matters of mutual interest, but in this case there was far greater potential for controversy. Because it established a formal institutional channel for high-level cooperation between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, the NSMC was vitally important if nationalist support was to be obtained for the Agreement, yet at the same time, it was something that was difficult for unionists to accept.
The Council meets in plenary session twice yearly, with more regular sector meetings being held between ministers responsible for each of the 12 common policy areas covered by the NSMC. These sector meetings always include three ministers: the Irish minister or minister of state responsible for the area, and two ministers from the Northern Ireland Executive, nominated by the first and deputy first ministers on a crosscommunity basis; this condition was established as a way to mitigate unionist unease. However, on the whole, the NSMC is a low-key operation and is much more likely to attract photo opportunities than controversy. Despite this, sensitivities still remain too high for progress to be made on establishing what is potentially the most advanced deliberative democracy body on the island of Ireland, the North/South Consultative Forum.
Political reticence towards civil society representation
A consultative forum between the two jurisdictions on the island was envisaged, though not promised, in the Agreement (Strand Two, Art. 19) , and just prior to its suspension in 2002, 15 a plenary session of the NSMC agreed on an outline structure for such a forum: '[A] twice yearly conference will take place, alternating between north and south, comprising representatives of civil society, north and south' (NSMC, 2002) . Since the restoration of devolution in 2007, and with it the NSMC, the North/South Consultative Forum has been on the agenda of every plenary session of the NSMC. In June 2011, the NSMC plenary session communiqué promised that plans for the forum would be finalized at the following plenary session (NSMC, 2011, Art. 11) . This promise was repeated at every plenary session from that point until November 2012, since when a new formula has appeared on the agenda under the North/South Consultative Forum heading, and prospects for it are even more uncertain, in that the agreement is merely 'to review this issue at a future NSMC Plenary' (NSMC, 2012, Art. 10; NSMC, 2013, Art. 17) . The fact that it is persistently on the table is a reflection of the input by the Irish government and ministers from northern nationalist parties, 16 while the fact that no progress is made reflects the resistance of unionist parties and the veto effect of the power-sharing conditions embodied in the NSMC.
The Civic Forum
The same debates and stalling are evident in the Northern Ireland Civic Forum, the consultative body designed for deliberation within Northern Ireland. One particularly pertinent remark about this initiative was that 'the Civic Forum should be about problem-solving and alternative thinking . . . and, boy, do we need alternative thinking in Northern Ireland' (Morrice, 2001 ). The 1998 Agreement (Strand One, Art. 34) envisaged that the forum would be 'a consultative mechanism on social, economic and cultural issues'. It would be a potential channel of communication between government and civil society, and a way to allow group interests otherwise overlooked in the consociational system to participate in the political system (O'Flynn, 2006, p. 146) . In October 2000, 60 people from a range of sectors including trade unions, agriculture, churches, sport and education were appointed to the forum, and it met a total of 12 times over the ensuing two years, before the suspension of the Assembly. Since that point, as with the North South Consultative Forum, the Northern Ireland Civic Forum has been little more than a political football between unionism and nationalism.
In February 2001, the Assembly had agreed that the forum would 'offer its views on such social, economic and cultural matters as are from time to time agreed between the Chairperson of the Forum and the First Minister and Deputy First Minister' (Trimble, 2001 ). This was presented at the time by the first minister, David Trimble (2001) , as a mechanism that would provide 'for dialogue and for an agreed agenda to which the Executive, the Forum and the Assembly can work in a coordinated way'. In addition, the requirement that the Assembly pass a motion in order to hear the views expressed by the forum on specific social, economic and cultural matters was presented by Trimble as a way to avoid overloading it, rather than to restrict its likely influence on political decision-making. Even so, there was heated debate in the Assembly about the purpose and function of the forum's deliberations, and the hardline Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) took advantage of the situation to pile further pressure on the then first minister, David Trimble, and his moderate Ulster Unionist Party (UUP). Given this background, it is disappointing that since devolution was restored in 2007, the UUP has shifted closer to the position of the DUP and become overtly opposed to the revival of the Civic Forum. It was not until April 2013 that a motion to reconvene the Forum was put forward by the moderate nationalist party, the SDLP. With support from the hardline nationalist party Sinn Féin and other parties such as the centrist Alliance and the Green Party, the motion was passed, but only just -by 48 votes to 47. 17 The very notion of a participative Civic Forum has thus, ironically, become a subject on which unionist and nationalist parties are directly opposed.
EXPERIMENTS IN DELIBERATION
Beyond the reach of constitutional structures, a wide range of civic organizations help foster opportunities for deliberation. Ground-breaking experiments in deliberative democracy in Northern Ireland were conducted during the Troubles by the New Ireland Group. The Group was a small collection of individuals who set out to look for alternative ways of approaching politics in Northern Ireland, because 'they were at a loss to know what to do' when faced with the violent conflict and the erosion of democratic norms. 18 One of these individuals, Peter Emerson, suggested in a letter to the Irish Times in 1977 that the multi-option vote might be beneficial in a divided society such as Northern Ireland. His reasons for advocating this form of voting were that allowing people to say 'yes' to options, even the least favored, in order of preference and without saying 'no' to anything had the advantage that it minimized the risk of discussion being blocked and further conflict provoked by voting. 19 The logic behind Emerson's (2010) analysis was very much in line with that expressed in other conceptualizations of deliberative democracy. 'If there is some common ground', he argues, 'then the process should be able to identify it, and with a fair degree of precision' (p. 83).
In 1986, under the auspices of the New Ireland Group, Emerson had an opportunity to experiment with this deliberation method. The New Ireland Group organized three events during the year at a neutral venue, Queen's University Students' Union. All known political associations in Northern Ireland were invited to, and participated in, these deliberative conventions, an achievement that required a certain amount of negotiation even prior to the event itself. 20 And a great deal of management was needed to make the events a success. Journalists were invited to chair the different sessions, with a view to generating media awareness, and the personal networks of New Ireland Group members were utilized to ensure that as The level of sophistication achieved in these forums is worth noting. Explicit instructions for the proceedings were agreed on and sent to the chairs of the sessions well in advance. The seating was in a circular formation, to encourage mixing and avoid any spatial replication of political opposition. Each plenary session began in silence. A representative of each party was then given precisely three minutes to outline the party's views on the subject under discussion. A team of 'consensors' would then turn the respective proposals into a ballot paper. After this, the meeting split into break-out workshops to discuss the proposals, before reconvening in a plenary session at which the ballot paper, comprising an agreed summary of the various proposals, was distributed. The voting on this paper was in order of preference, and analysis a form of Borda count, the purpose being to find a level of consensus, namely, the option that won the most support from across the spectrum. 21 In line with the norms governing deliberative democracy, Emerson (2010, p. 86) and Robb (1991, p. 1) note that the procedures for consensus voting, such as the outlining of positions, the opportunity to ask questions and the requirement to listen, coupled with the clear structure of the conventions, helped to create an atmosphere that was conducive to consensus before any vote took place.
Experiments in deliberative polling
In addition to these consultative conventions, the New Ireland Group, with funding from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, conducted a survey that followed its 'preferendum' model (Emerson, 1998) . In this case, it first gathered proposals from a range of parties for addressing the constitutional future of Northern Ireland. These proposals were then collated, in summary form, as a selection of options by a small team of independent experts. There were fewer options than parties, as the options proffered reflected the range of alternatives rather than party positions. They were then taken by a market research company and used to survey a random sample of 1,000 voters, whose preferences were recorded by their putting in order a small selection of cards, each of which contained one option. The consensual outcome bore a close resemblance to the outcome of the 1998 Agreement (which was announced just after the survey was conducted), namely, devolved power-sharing at regional level with institutional input from the Republic of Ireland and Britain.
More recently, Fishkin, Luskin, O'Flynn and Russell (see Fishkin, 2009, pp. 161-166; Luskin et al., forthcoming) conducted an experiment to test how useful deliberation was in addressing the particularly controversial issue of education in Northern Ireland. A random sample of Catholic and Protestant participants was selected from a locality in south-west Northern Ireland to discuss local school issues. Each participant completed a questionnaire in advance and was given a briefing document on the various options for providing education, including arguments for and against each one. When the participants met for a day of organized deliberation, they were put into groups of about ten for respectful discussion of the issues, under the supervision of a moderator. Analysis of questionnaires completed by the participants after these discussions showed that the participants then held 'much more positive views of the other community and of intercommunity relations' (Luskin et al., forthcoming) .
The citizens' inquiry
Arguably the greatest resource for deliberative democracy in Northern Ireland, as well as for conflict transformation, is the size and experience of organization within the community and volunteer sector. One attempt in this context to build on the potential for enhancing quality in the democratic contribution to the peace process was the Opsahl Commission. Named after its invited chair, the Opsahl Commission met in the form of a 'citizens' inquiry' in 1992-3, a year before the paramilitary ceasefires at the start of the peace process. It received over 500 written and oral submissions from individuals and groups, and also arranged hearings around the province for the specific purpose of taking on board people's ideas on ways out of the conflict (Pollak, 1993a) . The motivation behind this ground-level initiative was to challenge the situation where 'the people of Northern Ireland were being reduced to mere spectators of their fate', and it revealed not only the value of communication but also, and more importantly, the need for 'new voices and new words' in political debate (Pollak, 1993b) .
Contributions came from a wide range of people and groups, including some that had never taken part in politics previously. Additionally, all political parties responded, with the exception of the DUP, which was also the party that refused to participate in the multiparty negotiations in the contemporary peace process. Typical of the obsessive focus on the constitutional question rather than the range of cultural, economic and social issues addressed by the Opsahl Commission, most media coverage of the initiative focused on the Report's conclusion that public consensus on a political 'solution' to the conflict rested on a formula for joint authority between the British and Irish governments over Northern Ireland. 22 By daring to outline a proposal which required compromise between all political sides, the Commission ventured into territory that was simply too sensitive, and political support for it, and for such public consultations in the future, rapidly withered away.
Generating new ideas
The Opsahl Commission has nevertheless left many positive legacies in terms of efforts to broaden political deliberation in Northern Ireland. One worth noting is the forming, in 1995, of Democratic Dialogue, a
Belfast-based think-tank. This was established by one of the original founders of Initiative '92, Robin Wilson (1995, p. 1) , for the specific purpose of 'generating new ideas' about 'the critical issues confronting people in Northern Ireland'. To that end, Democratic Dialogue became the source of a regular publication and reports, in an attempt to bring fresh thinking and new evidence to political debate in Northern Ireland.
Tying in with Gutmann and Thompson's (2004) emphasis on the importance of argument in deliberative democracy, Democratic Dialogue sought to build on the Opsahl Commission's 'willingness to participate in public debate in a way that perhaps had not been evident before in Northern Ireland. And not only to participate -but to be prepared, as at the hearings, to present an argument, explain it and defend it' (Wilson, 1995, p. 1 
THE MISUSE OF PUBLIC CONSULTATION
In view of the many positive examples of citizen-led initiatives for public discussion, as well as the relative ease with which ideas and views can be communicated in the digital age, it is regrettable that governmental consultation efforts in Northern Ireland are still so few and so traditional, since they rely in the main on written submissions. The most significant consultative exercise by the Office of the First and Deputy First
Ministers since the restoration of devolution has been the one on the draft Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI) program for improving community relations in Northern Ireland. However, progress on this program ironically encapsulates the very obstacles to consensus that are so inherent in a system based on sharing out power between party blocs.
An announcement was made in January 2008 that it was intended to draw up a Cohesion, Sharing and Integration policy, and by autumn there were indications that a draft had been produced. However, the appearance of different versions of this draft on the DUP and Sinn Féin websites in late 2008 and 2009 gave little cause for confidence, and it was clear that the policy was a bone of contention between the two parties. The draft CSI program was eventually published in July 2010, and a brief consultation exercise on the document was launched. This consultation process was based on a questionnaire and written submissions, of which hundreds were received, from a wide range of civil society bodies ranging from sports associations to universities, religious groups and community centers, as well as from almost 50 individuals (OFMDFM, 2010 (OFMDFM, , 2011 . It is fair to say that the CSI program was roundly criticized by civil society organizations for representing a backward step from the goal of reconciliation, to a version of 'mutual accommodation' and 'tolerance' in a society of two communities, with little space for fostering deliberation or consensus (Ruane and Todd, 2010) .
The prospects for an agreed policy on the matter seemed very poor until May 2013, when the first minister and deputy first minister announced a new strategy, called Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013). While emphasizing equality, the inclusion of surprisingly ambitious goals, including the removal of interface 'peace' walls by 2023, indicates that a primary purpose of the document was to grab headlines -and not just in the local media. 25 Not only had the goal of sharing and integration become subject to political threats and cynical power games, public consultation on this crucially important matter had been made a pointless exercise. Bickerford (cited Porter, 2000a, p. 157) argues that the critical ingredient for making deliberative democracy a success is attention. Why would people make the effort to speak, to listen, to overcome the fear of sharing ideas and to take the risk of moderation (Mutz, 2006, p. 150; Porter, 2000b) , if such processes of consultation, let alone deliberation, remained fruitless and ignored?
THE EFFECTS OF POLITICAL RETICENCE
Almost 30 years after the first citizen-level efforts at deliberative democracy and 15 years since the consociational model of governance was established in Northern Ireland, what is the status of deliberative democracy in this divided society? At the institution level, the potential for deliberative democracy that was embedded in the 1998 Agreement has been whittled away rather than enhanced. That said, state-and regional-level consultation and consensus-finding between elected representatives from different jurisdictions appear to be the most successful elements of the Agreement that utilize deliberation principles.
The example and influence of the European Union is arguably significant in the successful work of these supra-state bodies. However, as with the EU, the model falters at civil society level, although in this case it is due less to citizen apathy than to high-level political maneuvering.
The potential for civic deliberation has taken a direct hit from the 'conflict cleavage', as the political parties in charge of putting these forums in place have failed to agree even in principle on whether or not they should be established. Political sensitivities overwhelmed the first, short-lived manifestation of the Northern Ireland Civic Forum, and the fact that the 2013 majority in favor of restoring it was just one and the vote was split down unionist/nationalist lines suggests that any future versions of it will be similarly hamstrung. And the prospects for a North/South Consultative Forum look more distant than ever. So, while debates about civic forums are well-worn and party posturing patterns remain unchanged, public consultations are used as a way of appearing to do something, while delaying the necessary political compromise. Use of the consultation exercise over the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration proposals indicates a lack of political will to find common ground and to respond to people's concerns, especially on a subject that is a primary source of 'wicked' problems that pose real threats to peace and stability in Northern Ireland.
Beyond the deep-rooted conservatism in Northern Ireland's political culture, the reasons for this high degree of reluctance to provide broader means of democratic participation are by and large linked to the nature of the consociational arrangements. Deliberative democracy would maintain that all assumptions are open to challenge (Steiner, 2012, p. 7) , and this sits uncomfortably with parties' claim that their constitutional aspirations, although diametrically opposed, remain resolutely intact in the consociational system. Although moderation is possible in this political scheme (Garry, 2009) , consensus is not necessary, and a high-level sharing out of power has instead become the assumed substitute. As a result, pragmatism and bargaining are two finely honed skills in the Northern Ireland Executive, and they have worked relatively well in keeping all the main parties committed to political and peaceful means of governance, but they are inadequate for dealing with some of the region's 'wicked' problems.
Challenges faced by citizen-led deliberative initiatives
Cause for hope, however, could lie in the sheer size of the public response to the CSI consultation, the strength and professionalism of the community and volunteer sector, and citizen-led initiatives to move political debate forward by generating new ideas. All these things point to a healthy potential for broadening civic participation in public debates on matters of shared social concern. The successful experiments with deliberative polling that occurred even during the Troubles have shown that there is a potential for consensus, even across political parties. More widespread have been the efforts at generating debate and communication, both verbal and digital, between people on matters of public concern through conventions, workshops, networks, blogs and discussion forums. These deliberation forums offer crosscommunity dialogue and provide opportunities for identifying common themes and needs across social divisions. It is nevertheless important not to place emphasis on the idea of these forums being able to come up with alternative or consensus-based solutions to social problems. Many of the public debates hosted by, for example, Platform for Change repeat, if not replicate, the positions set out by the parties and often defined by the conflict cleavage; 'agree to disagree' is a much more common outcome to such discussions than any common agreement. This is not to say that such discussions are fruitless, but it shows that communicating views and ideas on sensitive issues in a public forum and in an atmosphere of shared respect is an achievement in itself in this divided society.
It is worth considering the particular obstacles faced by these citizen-led deliberative efforts in Northern Ireland. First, there is a disproportionate reliance on just a few individuals. The key players behind contemporary deliberation initiatives were also the leaders of similar efforts 20 years ago, and their retirement may well leave gaping holes in the networks that are so critical to the successful organization of such forums, and also lead to a loss of motivation. 26 Second, as discussed earlier, there is a remarkable lack of political support and interest. For example, all political parties in Northern Ireland participated in the New Ireland Group conventions up to the early 1990s, but since becoming established in the Assembly and Executive, none have taken any meaningful steps towards supporting deliberative polling or voting arrangements. Finally, and related to this point, in the absence of political validation, community groups tend to rely on their own political connections and the parties' wish to be seen to be acting in their singular constituency's interests to get local needs met. Thus, one community's requirements are posed against the other, and the pattern of separation that has become institutionalized at political level is replicated and reinforced at citizen level.
To sum up, the capacity inherent in deliberation to create a 'higher degree of collective knowledge and mutual moral responsibility' (Valadez, 2001, p. 32) is wasted under the consociational system of governance, which fails to recognize the positive, long-term potential of dialogue and consensus across community divides. Active civic leaders have no intention of allowing their deliberation initiatives and experiments to act as mere sops, in the absence of effective democracy in Northern Ireland.
If deliberative democracy is to take root, it has to be made clear that it does not foster argument for argument's sake, but rather that the outcomes of deliberation can be binding (Gutmann and Thompson, 2004, p. 5) . In the absence of strong connections between citizen initiatives and real policy change, or even merely some indication of being 'heard' by those in power, the threat of political disaffection among the electorate is growing. If the capacity for institutional formalization and deliberative democracy is finally realized in Northern Ireland, the potential exists, through flexibility, sustained dialogue and imagination, to address some of the 'wicked' problems that bedevil its society. But if deliberation remains stagnant at the level of civilized discussion and pointless public consultation, people's demands for better democracy may gradually peter out into a reluctant acceptance of the institutionalized myth that Northern Ireland is a society of two irreconcilable halves. 2003, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2012 (www.ark.ac.uk/nilt/results/searchyear.html), all accessed 1 July 2013. It was dissolved in 2006, by which time it had lost both its seats in the Assembly and all its seats on local councils.
11. Garry (2009) argues that consociationalism has increased moderation in Northern Ireland and that institutional incentives for extreme parties to 'moderate' have already taken place in unionism. His study focuses on electorate attitudes, which means that it actually confirms the analysis here that the electorate itself generally has moderate opinions. But wider evidence from policy-making (e.g., only six legislative bills were enacted by the NIA between July 2011
and December 2012 [Nolan, 2013, p. 148] ), ground-level political activity and political discourse in the public sphere would suggest that the consociational system is still a long way from enabling parties to find common ground between the blocs. Indeed, Garry's (2009) analysis may actually be seen to confirm that the predominance of the conflict cleavage in the Assembly is very much out of sync with the electorate it represents.
12. According to the 2011 census, over one-third of households are in electoral wards where more than 80 percent of residents are from the same religious community (Nolan, 2013, p. 120). 17. The motion put to the Assembly was: 'To fulfill the commitments of the Belfast Agreement to participative democracy and to facilitate an all-inclusive consultative forum to help address the social, economic and cultural issues facing this region ' (McDevitt, 2013) .
